The destruction of New York City, in whole or in part, established itself as a frequent theme of American cinema during the Cold War, although it predates that conflict. 1 It goes across genres and has appeared in films considering political questions, the impact of technology, the effect of capitalism, the nature of power, urban living and war but is especially prevalent in science fiction. There are solid reasons for this.
Science fiction, as a genre, is particularly suited to reflecting the political and social anxieties of its time especially as its main thematic focus often bears upon a grim future.
Worries about current problems (as well as hopes for a better life) can be projected forward and exaggerated to show what might happen if things develop (or do not develop) in a particular way. In this manner a warning can be given or, in more optimistic times, people can be encouraged to progress in a certain direction. Second, it has frequently been noted that stories about alien invasion often occur at a time when the nation feels threatened and echo attitudes towards those perceived as outsiders or enemies. Furthermore, one of the main themes of science fiction concerns the relationship between humans and technology and so can be used to express important tensions relative to this bond: for example, worries about the possible misuses of scientific knowledge. Cases of this abound: anxieties about the effects of radiation in many 1950s films; the increasing dependence on and the growing powers of computers in the Terminator films or fears of genetic manipulation in a number of recent movies. For these reasons, science fiction can provide especially illuminating insights into the society of its time. 2 This is particularly true of the Cold War. All of the themes mentioned earlier had a particular resonance at this period. Fears of communist assault from without or within and anxieties about the arms race, including the possibility of nuclear holocaust, all found a natural arena of expression in science fiction. And science fiction found one of its most frequent theatres in which to act out these anxieties in New York. Numerous films of the period showed that city either threatened with destruction, nearly destroyed, emptied of population or in ruins. Mammon were larger and more striking than the temples to God. 4 The development of the theme of New York"s destruction, which appears at a surprisingly early date, is intimately linked to this fact. In his 1838 novel, Home As Found, James Fenimore Cooper described a major fire around Wall Street. 5 For him, the city was a latter day Sodom and Gomorrah and he took a certain glee in demolishing a predictable part of it:
"That Exchange, which had so lately resembled a bustling temple of Mammon, was already a dark and sheeted ruin, its marble walls being cracked, defaced, tottering or fallen." 6 Note how he focuses on the stock exchange which had already become an emblem of American economic power and, more particularly, of greed. To many at the time, speculation on Wall Street looked a lot like gambling and, was, therefore, rigorously condemned. Here, New York is shown as symbolic of the worst excesses of American capitalism which call forth from the author a desire to punish and allows the reader to enjoy its destruction. Ten years later, Edgar Allen Poe showed a New York ruined by an earthquake in his story "Mellonta Tauta", set in the year 2848. 7 The narrator says of the "aboriginal inhabitants":
It is related of them that they were oddly afflicted with monomania for building what was denominated "churches" -a kind of pagoda instituted for the worship of two idols that went by the names of Wealth and Fashion. 8 With the earthquake, nature itself, it would seem, rebelled against this greedy, ostentatious and overly artificial city.
Which brings us to another Biblical parallel: the Tower of Babel. New Yorkers have dared to build too high and, as in the Bible, risk punishment for their arrogance. Henry James, a native of the town, was torn between wonder and horror when he returned to the new New York of skyscrapers which he describes in The American Scene (1907) . On the one hand, he cannot help but marvel at "the most extravagant of cities, rejoicing, as with the voice of the morning, in its might, its fortune, its unsurpassable conditions". 9 On the other hand, he finds violence and destructiveness within the very architecture of the city. He compares a skyscraper next to Trinity Church to "the mountain-wall that drops the Alpine avalanche".
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In another place, he describes the city as a "monstrous organism" and says of it:
One has the sense that the monster grows and grows, flinging abroad its loose limbs even as some unmannered young giant at his "larks", and that the binding stitches must for ever fly further and faster and draw harder; the future complexity of the web, all under the sky and over the sea, becoming thus that of some colossal set of clockworks, some steel-souled machine-room of brandished arms and hammering fists and opening and closing jaws.
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New York is both monster and machine and one that keeps growing while in continual movement. It has "all the signs of the heaped industrial battlefield" -yet another violent image -and shows "the universal will to move -to move, move, move as an end in itself, an appetite at any price". 12 Later, John Dos Passos named New York "the City of Destruction"
and saw it as a place of personal and national testing. 13 In 1949, E.B. White wrote that "by rights New York should have destroyed itself long ago, from panic or fire or rioting or failure of some vital supply circuit". 14 Here, once again, we have the idea of destruction coming from the city itself.
There is, of course, a positive side to New York. It is the most famous example of the melting pot with its ethnic neighbourhoods and represents a kind of microcosm of America itself. The presence of the nation's most cherished symbol of freedom, the Statue of Liberty, with its famous inscription, also adds to New York's unique power -a symbol made perhaps even more powerful by the fact that it, and the city in which it lives, are both separated from the every day tumble of national politics. Filmmakers have been attracted for decades to its perpetual movement, its endless variety, modern architecture, economic power and its instant recognition. It is both quintessentially American and yet strangely alien to much of the population of that country. 15 It is not surprising, therefore, to see that many of America"s hopes and anxieties were given expression in and around New York.
The city has become the most popular setting for American films and, as such, many of its landmarks are instantly recognisable to people all over the world. It has been estimated that between 1948 and 1962 approximately 500 feature films and shorts fell into the broad category of science fiction. Never before or since has one genre developed at such a speed in so short a time. 20 Probably television played a role here as the proportion of younger people, especially adolescent males, among cinema goers increased. 21 However, the subsequent decline in science fiction films in the 1960s (paradoxically at the most exciting moment of the space race) suggests that more is involved here. A quick look at the history of the period bears this out. The twin inventions of the atomic bomb and missilesand particularly their possession by the Soviet Union meant that the continental United States, which had felt fairly protected by its relative geographic isolation before, now experienced a new vulnerability. Furthermore, a number of spy cases helped to stimulate a hysterical search for communists within America by the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), Joseph McCarthy and others -all of which increased this feeling of vulnerability. Added to this was the continuing spread of communism in Eastern Europe and China, the Korean War and the explosion of an atomic bomb by the USSR. All of these events received a great deal of publicity as did government efforts at civil defence: this was the age of "duck and cover"
and atomic shelters.
This situation led to an intensification of the arms race. In the 1950s, nuclear testing was done above ground and often within the U.S., in particular in the desert regions of Nevada and Utah. It became more and more clear that, in spite of government denials, the areas around these testing sites -and thus the people who inhabited them -were being contaminated by fallout. 22 Because HUAC and Sen. McCarthy were searching films for evidence of disloyalty, science fiction cinema became one of the rare places where these anxieties could be expressed and the official discourse questioned. 23 Not infrequently, these films were set inside New York City. 24 Science fiction films of the 1950s set a pattern of destruction that would continue long afterward. Fears of invasion surfaced in a number of films, particularly in the early 1950s and burning skyscrapers made frequent appearances. One of the first was Invasion USA (Alfred E. Green, 1952), a rather bizarre film shot in seven days. It details the invasion of America by an unidentified enemy whose accents sound suspiciously Russian. The attacks occur in a number of places, notably New York, where skyscrapers get bombed. At the end of the film, however, the invasion is revealed to be an illusion induced by some form of mass hypnosis. It is, therefore, not too late to save the nation and the message here seems to be that all citizens must be prepared and vigilant against communism -very much in keeping with the McCarthyite discourse of the period. However, perhaps because it was made so quickly, the message frequently gets a bit muddled. The hero, for example, is cynical and always on the look out for his own advantage. 25 The publicity for the film was as bizarre as the film itself.
The trailer gleefully announces "See New York disappear" while publicity shots showed beautiful women in bathing suits posing next to models of burnt out skyscrapers. The number of American science fiction films declined in the 1960s. To a large extent this was because the genre was failing to renew itself and people were growing tired of formulaic, repetitive movies. But, as many scholars have pointed out, current events also played a role.
After the Cuban missile crisis of 1962, worries about Armageddon declined, as did, after the Test Ban Treaty of 1963, anxieties about radiation. The policy of détente also reassured people and convinced them that nuclear war was unlikely. Much of the nation"s attention was now focused on the Vietnam War and on inner turmoil: the civil rights movements, student protests, women"s liberation, etc. These would all find expression in the science fiction of the time. The space race also became a national priority and inspired many stories. 29 Science fiction films exhibited a new social consciousness, which was very much in keeping with the spirit of the time (at least on the left). Present day fears were still projected into the future with often devastating effects but the nature of these anxieties was more varied. 30 Interestingly enough, while images of the skyscrapers continued, prominent use was made of another, even better known New York landmark, the Statue of Liberty.
Representative as it is of the United States itself, and more particularly, of its system of government and of its identity as a nation of immigrants, the statue could become a potent Note how he refuses the idea of an exterior enemy destroying America for "we finally really did it." Here is a fundamental difference with earlier films which saw destruction coming from outside. Taylor gives us a highly critical viewpoint on the Cold War and the arms race.
In the four sequels to the film we learn more about the reasons for the obliteration of human society (although the origins of the original nuclear disaster are never clearly explained). We even witness the final destruction of Earth itself at the end of the second film. Ostensibly about space exploration, people continually enter space but do not reach any place but Earth.
Frozen in place, all travel is done through time. Central to all these movies is human destructiveness and nuclear apocalypse (which has either happened or is about to happen). The Statue is used to similar effect in John Carpenter"s Escape from New York (1981) which shows a devastated Manhattan where the entire island had been turned into the nation's one maximum-security prison. As the introduction to the film explains:
Beneath the Planet of the Apes
A 50-foot containment wall is erected along the New Jersey shoreline, across the Harlem river, and down along the Brooklyn shoreline. It completely surrounds Manhattan island. All bridges and waterways are mined. The United States Police Force, like an army, is encamped around the island. There are no guards inside the prison: only prisoners and the worlds they have made. The rules are simple. Once you go in, you don't come out.
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The political aspect of the film is clear from its first scenes which show two prisoners trying to escape Manhattan in a boat. They are ordered back by the helicopter that patrols the waters around the island and when they do not immediately turn around, they are shot in cold blood.
The scene then switches to the Statue of Liberty where a sign reads "Liberty Island Security
Control". The commentary on a potential loss of liberty from an obsession with repressing crime seems obvious. Too much of a preoccupation with security, Carpenter's film seems to say, can lead to a loss of all freedom. The plot concerns Snake Blissken, who is forced to enter Manhattan to rescue the president whose plane has crashed there after a terrorist attack.
Blissken travels through the ruined streets of the city trying to find the gang leader who has kidnapped the president. No one in the film is really likeable: not the gang leader, not the president and especially not the officials who have forced Blissken to rescue him. At the end, Blissken, in a scene reminiscent of High Noon, walks away in disgust.
Interestingly enough, the very absence of a recognisable landmark can also provide a commentary. Soylent Green (Richard Fleischer, 1973) have (and whether they have any is a subject of much debate). Or perhaps they simply wanted to tell America that her anxieties were real.
